
 

Urke Nachalnik  

My name is Urke Nachalnik. Actually, that is my nickname. In Yiddish, “Urke” 

means “thief,” and Nachalnik is the nickname that stuck to me while I was in prison. I 

will tell you briefly how I became a thief, and how they caught me and put me in jail, 

though it is a long story. 

I was born in a small town, called a “shtetl” in Yiddish, a small town in the area of the 

Narew River. My mother came from a Hasidic family, and the home where I grew up 

was traditional. My father was a miller, many of the Jewish townspeople worked in 

those types of jobs: baker, butcher, carpenter, tailor and miller.  In my childhood, I 

went to “Cheder,” a religious elementary school, where they taught in Yiddish and 

Hebrew. I was a very good student, so after my Bar Mitzvah, my parents decided to 

send me to continue my studies in a larger yeshiva (Talmudic college). I was sent to 

study in the city of Lumza, and I found myself, a young teenaged yeshiva student in a 

big city. Not that Lumza was so big, but everything is relative, and compared to our 

small town, it was a very large city. A local Jewish family took in every student that 

came to study at the yeshiva. A couple, a 70 year-old Jewish man and his wife, who 

was 40 years younger than him, took me in. They had no children. I, as you 

understand, was a rebel by nature, and the temptations in the big city and in the home 

where I stayed were great, so you already understand… 

Towards the end of my studies, my mother died. I had to return to the small town and 

help my father in his work. Father would send me to collect money from a customer. 

It used to be standard for customers to buy with credit, and every so often the money 



 

had to be collected. Once I went to collect money and never returned; that is, I took 

the money and began wandering. I arrived in Vilnius, which was a Jewish center, 

called “the Jerusalem of Lithuania,” where I worked as a private Hebrew teacher for a 

wealthy Jewish family. But I “collected” a bit of money from that family too, which 

forced me to keep wandering…But in the end, all thieves get caught. I was caught and 

sent to a Russian prison. That was in 1913. In the Russian prison, I met all types of 

thieves, and I really broadened my horizons. At the end of my prison term, I was 

released and joined a group of thieves, which was actually a gang of burglars.   

From a young adolescent who grew up in a small Jewish town, studied Jewish and 

biblical literature, and had a bright future in the rabbinical world to look forward to, I 

became a renowned thief. The course of my life took me many places, including 

capital cities such as Warsaw and Berlin. I learned to escape from place to place 

without leaving any tracks; I was one of the quickest pickpockets. My life included 

love affairs with many women. Over the years, my career began to decline, but 

nobody would forget that I was one of the heads of the Jewish mafia in Poland. That 

is enough for now, there is much more to tell, but I have to run.  

 



 

Ester 

My name is Ester. I was born in 1920 to a Hasidic family. My father was from the 

Gur Hasidic sect. When I was five years old, my father brought home a “melamed,” 

or teacher, but I don’t remember much of what he taught me. At the same time new 

rumors began to spread about a woman named Sarah Schenirer, who was about to 

open a school for religious girls. Just thinking about a school was like thinking about 

magic. I had so many questions… First I thought: what would such a place look like? 

I imagined rows and rows of benches. Afterwards I would imagine the teacher – she 

would be tall and large. Just think of it, going to school! For me it was a dream. I 

wondered what we would learn. Father would say, “First you will learn how to pray, 

and to write in Yiddish of course, and then you will learn the prayers.” When he told 

me that we would study the five books of Moses, I held my breath and asked if we 

would also study the commentaries and Talmud. His answer was, “Girls don’t study 

Talmud.”   

After two years at the Beit Ya'akov religious girls’ school, I very much wanted to 

study in a Polish public school, as did many of my friends. At home, we almost never 

discussed the option of studying in a school whose language of instruction was 

Polish! And boys and girls learning together! It took me a long time, but I quietly and 

humbly managed to convince my father to let me go to the Polish school as well. All 

that time I continued to study at the Beit Yaakov religious girls’ school. In the Polish 

school, I met teachers who were irreligious Jews and who spoke only Polish. I would 

have to learn Polish – you see, at home we only spoke Yiddish. In school there was a 



 

library, and though Father did not want me to read books in Polish, I managed to 

convince him to allow me to, and I enjoyed every story and every tale.  

Though I studied in the Beit Ya'akov religious girls’ school and in public school, I 

also went to a youth movement called “Batya,” a youth movement for Charedi 

(strictly Orthodox) girls. It was established by Sarah Schenirer (how could it not?) and 

it belonged to the Agudat Yisrael party. My life was so full of activities that I forgot 

what was going on at home. Our store was small, and father was looking for 

additional sources of income, so he also became a “melamed” for boys. The economic 

crisis was very painful.  

When I was in 10th grade, father had to sell his store for good; he just could no longer 

maintain it. The situation at home became more and more difficult. I, on the other 

hand, was very successful in school. Twice I spoke in honor of Marshal Jozef 

Pilsudski1 and the mayor, who was present, offered to help me. The help I needed, of 

course, was money. In order to continue to study in high school, I had to pay tuition, 

which was almost impossible in our household. My father, on the other hand, wanted 

more than anything for me to study in the Beit Yaakov seminary in Krakow; he was 

willing to work double for that, and he did. To my great sorrow, father died young. He 

was 49. I did not go to study in Krakow, but I found work as a teacher in a Beit 

Ya'akov school in a small town. I have many grievances regarding the system in 

which I grew up. I loved Polish literature, and Polish writing and language excited 

                                                 
1 Józef Klemens Piłsudski (1867–1935) was a Polish statesman who served as the Chief of State (1918–22). 
He was considered the de facto leader (1926–35) of the Second Polish Republic. Piłsudski believed in a 
multi-ethnic Poland, "a home of nations", including ethnic and religious minorities that he hoped would 
establish a robust union with the independent states of Lithuania and Ukraine. 
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me. I wanted to read and read, and write, so I kept a diary. I had a good friend who 

left Beit Ya'akov school in the middle of her studies, and my parents did not want me 

to meet her because they were afraid that she would steer me off the right path. At the 

same time, I decided that I could teach reading and writing, the five books of Moses, 

and thus develop the desire to learn, and curiosity in general, among my students. 

That is how I became a very young teacher in Beit Ya'akov.   



 

Civia 

My name is Civia Lubetkin. I was born in a very Jewish town called Byteń, located in 

eastern Poland in one of Polish regions on the banks of the Shchara River. I was born 

on 9 November 1914, and my parents were named Yakov Yitzchak and Chaya. We 

were six children, five girls and one boy. My father was a merchant, a grocery store 

owner, and our family was middle class.   

My sister, my brother and I went to a Polish public elementary school. My brother 

was later sent to a yeshiva (Talmudic college) in Vilnius, and then for higher 

education to Warsaw. My father was a religious man and our home life followed 

Jewish tradition. Aside from our public schooling, my sister and I were sent to a 

private Jewish teacher nicknamed “Berel the Melamed” (Berel the tutor), where 

groups of us studied Hebrew, the five books of Moses and other subjects related to 

Jewish thought and philosophy. So when I went to “hachshara” (a communal Zionist 

agricultural training program), I already knew Hebrew. I only had to improve my 

everyday language, since in cheder (religious elementary school) we learned the holy 

language. At home we spoke Yiddish, and in practice we spoke three languages:  

Polish in school, Hebrew in the girls’ cheder, and Yiddish at home. My father made 

the highest and final decisions at home and he was certainly more religious and 

stricter than mother, who tended to turn a blind eye, for example if she saw us riding a 

bicycle on the Sabbath.   

The political situation at home was diverse. Father was a Mizrahi (religious Zionist 

political party) follower, and mother had Revisionist (right-wing Zionist movement) 



 

tendencies, while from an early age my sister Bonia and I were members in the youth 

movement Freiheit, which later became Dror (“Freedom”- left-wing Zionist youth 

movement). Our movement was associated politically with Poalei Zion (“Workers of 

Zion”- left-wing Zionist party), and to the umbrella organization Hechalutz (“The 

Pioneer”).   

I believed with all my heart in the potential of Zionism and socialist fulfillment, and I 

was ready to give my life for that goal.  It was very difficult to convince my parents to 

let me go to hachshara.  There were Jewish families who would taunt, “What, is there 

nothing to eat at home, so you send your daughter to hachshara?” You have to 

remember that for girls, it was more difficult to leave the home. My parents were 

afraid that I would be exposed to bad influences, where boys and girls lived together, 

go out to work for the Poles, etc. Father fiercely objected – I did not argue with him, 

but I remained strong in my convictions. He said “no,” and I kept saying “yes!” In the 

end, of course I went to the hachshara in the city of Lutzk. Youth movement life was 

my life from a very young age – in the movement we would read books and discuss 

and debate them for hours! We traveled the length and breadth of Poland, put on 

plays, learned about Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel)2 and the lifestyle we would live 

there, the new social Zionism. I remember that once I came home to visit, I was 

wearing simple clothes with a leather jacket (that was the style for boys and girls in 

hachshara) and I described my work in the bakery, in the laundry, in the lavatories, 

etc. I told how I got on the train without buying a ticket; father looked aghast, so did 

                                                 
2  The term Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel) refers to the biblical homeland of the Jewish people and is 

not defined by clear-cut borders. It should not be confused with the modern State of Israel in its 

contemporary borders. 



 

mother, and I understood that I was breaking away from them. The break was sad, but 

I was thrilled with the opportunity to be part of the new world in Eretz Yisrael.   

As an active member of the movement, I went to many central locations for 

hachshara.  It turns out that I was good at working in education and training, because I 

was called to work in the main branches of Hechalutz, the umbrella organization of 

the agricultural training communities, and I was appointed the coordinator of those 

programs.  In 1938, I was in Warsaw in the center of Hechalutz and I managed to 

convince my parents to send my younger sister Ahuva to study in Eretz Yisrael.  

Fortunately, they agreed and Ahuva was sent to Eretz Yisrael and went to a school in 

Ben Shemen.   

In 1939, I was sent to Geneva as a delegate to the Zionist Congress from Eretz 

Yisrael’s Labor Bloc, where I said jokingly that I had yet to write a novel called From 

Byteń to Geneva. I returned to Poland, where I remained throughout the war. In 1946, 

I finally arrived in Eretz Yisrael. It seems that if I were to write a novel it would have 

to be called From Byteń to the Ghetto Fighters’ Kibbutz.    

 



 

Roman Frister 

My name is Roman Frister, and I was born in 1928. My parents chose to settle in 

Bielsko, a city with a textile industry in the southern region of Silesia, where the 

influences of German and Polish cultures met and clashed. The city bordered the 

Beskids mountain range that sloped down to valleys in gradual declines, green in the 

summer and white in the winter, creating an atmosphere of peace and serenity. It was 

only natural to believe that this beauty and tranquility would last forever. I was born 

and lived in the perfect setting for a happy childhood during my formative years. My 

home, like many homes in Bielsko, was Austrian in style, rich with decorations. There 

was a smoking room for my father’s friends, and it had lounge chairs, a portable bar 

on wheels, and a library built from Georgian walnut wood. I loved to sneak into that 

room, climb onto a chair and turn the pages in hardcover books that were worn from 

being read. My father enjoyed success. The city bustled with activity and the 

developing businesses needed the services of attorneys.   

Once a month I was permitted to sit next to my parents’ eminent guests in the drawing 

room for dinner, dressed in a jacket and tie, so that my mother could be proud of the 

table manners she taught me. I did not always know how to control the little devil that 

lived inside me, and sometimes I irritated my parents. In such instances, my father 

would ring the bell shaped like a dwarf from the fairy tales – and Paula the maid 

would appear from her place in the kitchen. “Take him to his room,” he would say 

with a grave look on his face. Paula would give me her hand and I followed her, 

outwardly looking like a reprimanded child, but inside my heart was overflowing with 

joy.  



 

About 500 children from wealthy families went to my school. My father preferred that 

I go to a Hebrew school in order to preserve my Jewish identity in a non-Jewish 

environment. Our institution was called the Krashovsky Hebrew Elementary School. 

Befitting a school named for a writer, journalist and Polish historian, the language of 

instruction was Polish. Starting in the fourth grade, they taught us the Bible and some 

Hebrew. This was the lip service that the intelligentsia paid to the values of tradition. 

My father looked for the golden path between the two, and perhaps even among three 

worlds: Polish culture, German culture and Jewish culture.   

Have I told you about my riding lessons? God, how I cursed my father’s love for the 

cavalry, especially when I would fall from the saddle. Twice a week I had to satisfy 

his longing for the days he served in the legion of Jozef Pilsudski3, one of the fathers 

of Polish independence, and ride horses that looked to me like wild horses, even 

though they must have been trained and tired creatures.   

If I am not mistaken, I was ten years old when Zeev Jabotinsky visited Bielsko and 

gave a rousing speech on the repatriation program, and captured my father’s heart in a 

storm. Perhaps this was the reason why, during the next vacation, I was sent to a 

summer camp that was sponsored by Betar (the youth movement of the right-wing 

Revisionist Zionist movement) in the magical vacation village of Cherek, at the foot 

of one of the most impressive mountains in the region.   

                                                 
3 Józef Klemens Piłsudski (1867–1935) was a Polish statesman who served as the Chief of State (1918–22). 
He was considered the de facto leader (1926–35) of the Second Polish Republic. Piłsudski believed in a 
multi-ethnic Poland, "a home of nations", including ethnic and religious minorities that he hoped would 
establish a robust union with the independent states of Lithuania and Ukraine. 
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Rabbi Dovid Bornsztain, the Hasidic Leader from Sochtshov 

I was born in the year 5635 (the non-Jews called the year 1876).  My father, Rabbi 

Shmuel, was a very important person. He was the “Admor,” which is a great 

important Hasidic Rabbi and spiritual leader, from Sochtshov. So was my father’s 

father, who was also called the author of Avnei Nezer (“Stones in the Crown”), an 

important book that he wrote. My grandfather’s father, as you may have guessed, was 

also an important rabbi, one of the great Hasidic rabbis, the Hasidic leader Mendel 

from Kotsk. I grew up mostly with my grandfather (admit it, not everyone has a 

grandfather called “Stones in the Crown”). I loved living with him, we had a very 

special relationship and he was actually the person who raised, educated and taught 

me.  I studied Talmud, the Bible, Kabbala and other Jewish mystical texts with him.   

As early as my childhood, I was considered to have a great ability for in-depth 

analysis in the Bible. Even today, it is said that I am a man of uncompromising truth, 

but when necessary I also know how to be moderate. For example, I insisted on 

explaining to everyone that the method of learning called “pilpul” (longwinded 

debate) that was customary in the yeshivas (Talmudic colleges) in Poland, was only a 

means for clarifying a thought and that it was forbidden to use that method when it 

had nothing to do with the truth and common sense.  

At age 33, I became the rabbi of the city of Vyshhorod, where I established a yeshiva 

that taught according to the method of Sochtshov. After World War I, and mainly 

because I criticized the wealthy people of the city (which they didn't like at all), I 

moved to the city of Lodz. I briefly served as the rabbi of Tomaszów, but due to an 



 

internal conflict, I left the seat of the rabbinate, and I even planned to move with my 

students to Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel)4. In 5676 (1926), after my father’s death 

I was granted the important title of “Admor,” and I remained in Lodz where I presided 

over the Hasidic court. There are students who live near me and there those who come 

occasionally to ask how they should behave, to be with me on holidays or just to see 

me.  As the Hasidic leader, I continue to foster the study of Jewish biblical and 

Talmudic literature among adolescents and adults, and I even established a network of 

yeshivas called “Beit Avraham.” In Warsaw, a biblical journal with the same name, 

which spread my “Sochtshov” method of learning, was published.  

My many other tasks included involvement in political issues. I was one of the leaders 

of the Agudat Yisrael party, a member of the Association of Rabbis in Poland, and a 

member of the Board of the Council of Torah Scholars. A few years ago, I visited 

Eretz Yisrael a few times and I plan on establishing a religious farming community. 

For that purpose, I purchased land in Eretz Yisrael, and I encourage my Hasidim to 

settle there.   

 

                                                 
4The term Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel) refers to the biblical homeland of the Jewish people and is 

not defined by clear-cut borders. It should not be confused with the modern State of Israel in its 

contemporary borders.    



 

'Yurek' 

My name is Aryeh and I was born in Warsaw, the capital of Poland. My parents called 

me Israel-Chaim and my family name is Wilner. At the age of 12 I joined the Ha-

Shomer ha-Tsa‘ir (“The Young Guard,” a socialist Zionist youth group) in Warsaw 

and my life revolved around the movement, whose central goal was Aliya (Jewish 

immigration to Eretz Yisrael, the Land of Israel)5. In the youth movement, a new 

Hebrew name was chosen for me, and my name was changed to Aryeh (“lion”).   

I was born on 14 November 1917, the fourth son of Yakov and Dina Wilner. I had 

two older sisters, an older brother and a younger sister. My father had a workshop and 

a store for leather goods and always had an income, so we belonged to the middle 

class.  

With my father we spoke Polish and Yiddish. He was educated in a traditional school, 

and that was his language. My mother was from Warsaw, from birth. She was 

proficient in Polish literature and culture. Among ourselves, we spoke only Polish. In 

the youth movement I learned Hebrew. I think that my parents would have considered 

themselves Warsaw-Polish people.  

I went to a private Jewish elementary school whose goal was to prepare us for 

continued education in the gymnasia. I did, and I went to the public Polish gymnasia 

and was one of the few Jewish students. When I joined Ha-Shomer ha-Tsa‘ir, my 

parents were quite dissatisfied. They believed that my future was in my studies, so it 

                                                 
5  The term Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel) refers to the biblical homeland of the Jewish people and is 

not defined by clear-cut borders. It should not be confused with the modern State of Israel in its 

contemporary borders. 



 

was not a good idea to join a youth movement. I, on the other hand, saw my future in 

the fulfillment of the Zionist idea. The arguments between us became more and more 

serious since I spent increasingly more time with the youth movement, and less and 

less time in school. At the end of the tenth grade, I decided to leave school. My 

parents were very angry and I finally agreed to take my matriculation exams on the 

condition that I study independently. Ultimately, at age 17, I had to go on hachshara 

(a communal Zionist agricultural training program) with my friends from the youth 

movement and I did not matriculate.  

In Ha-Shomer ha-Tsa‘ir's Giladi Division, I was introduced to Jewish culture, 

Hebrew, and most importantly, to Eretz Yisrael. Every holiday we would sit together 

and sing songs about Eretz Yisrael, in Hebrew of course. We celebrated the holidays 

in a pioneering way, which is different from regular celebrations. I especially loved to 

read, and I read in Polish and a bit in Hebrew. My favorite authors are Herman Hesse 

and Roman Rolan, very famous authors who belong to the genre of romantics who 

espouse the relationship between man and nature.   

I ultimately went to Slonim for a very short while. On 1 September 1939, I visited my 

parents in Warsaw and planned to lead a group near the city of Lodz. The war broke 

out and I escaped to the east with a large group of my friends. After many hardships, 

my friend Peppe and I reached Vilnius, where it was very difficult, mostly because I 

missed Warsaw: family, friends, culture, and the place itself. I arranged a “reading 

room,” the only place possible to sit and read quietly in our friends’ apartment. In 

February 1941, Peppe received authorization to go to Eretz Yisrael and I stayed in 



 

Vilnius. I worked as a set manager and as a graphic artist and waited my turn. I used 

to say that “the road to Eretz Yisrael does not go through Warsaw,” meaning that I am 

not going back to Warsaw as long as the Germans are there. On 22 June 1941, the 

Germans invaded Vilnius and I believed less and less that I would soon see Eretz 

Yisrael.   



 

Julian Tuwim 

My name is Julian Tuwim. I am a poet.  

How is a poet born? That is a big riddle. I grew up in a city far removed from poetry, 

the city of Lodz. Lodz was an industrial ugly city, the Polish Manchester. A textile 

industry city, where there was ostentatious wealth right next to distressing poverty.   

I was born in 1894 to a middle class Jewish family. At home we spoke Polish and on 

the street German, Polish and Yiddish. I learned in a school where the official 

language of instruction was Russian.   

My mother came from a totally assimilated family. Her father was the editor of one of 

the main newspapers in Lodz. Two of her brothers were attorneys and two others 

were doctors. One sister was married to a Polish author and the second to an engineer, 

Adam Czerniaków, who later became the head of the Judenrat6 in the Warsaw ghetto. 

A distant cousin of my mother’s was the famous pianist Arthur Rubinstein and 

whenever he arrived in town for performances, we received free invitations.   

The revolution of 1905 was a moment of great change. A pogrom, Cossacks galloping 

through the streets, the workers’ struggle (Jews and Poles together) and the 

perpetrators of the pogrom, barricades in the streets, and finally closure of the school 

by the students. 

In the end, we no longer had to learn Russian. What a pleasure! 

                                                 
6 Judenrat was a Jewish council set up within the Jewish communities and ghettos of Nazi-occupied 

Europe on German orders. 



 

In 1916, I moved to Warsaw to study law. But I didn’t like the studies, and I 

continued writing poetry in Polish. The language just flowed from within me, perhaps 

a direct influence from the books in my mother’s home, from our simple nursemaid 

Antonia, and from our outdoor games.     

When Poland was liberated from occupation by the Russians, Germans and Austrians, 

and was granted independence after more than one hundred years of bondage, I felt a 

burst of freedom and redemption as a Pole, a Jew and a poet. Together with my poet, 

artist and actor friends, we established a modern coffee house and even published a 

satirical newspaper. We really went wild, we ridiculed the old world. I recited my 

love poems and my nature poems and believed in my future and in what I believed it 

held: an independent state, freedom for all, and equality. 

My first book of poetry that was published was a terrific success. But the Polish right 

wing hated me and my great talent in “their language.” They claimed that I was a Jew 

who wrote in Polish, that my poetry was saturated with Judaism. I showed contempt 

for them.   

I wrote poetry, plays, and translated from Russian, German and French. I wrote 

political poetry that expressed anti-military viewpoints. They threatened me with 

beatings, and I was scared… I was happily married to the most beautiful woman in 

Warsaw. In the coffee shops that I frequented, I was surrounded by fans. The right 

continued to slander me, but the children of the slanderers enjoyed my wonderful 

poems for children, like all Polish children to this day.   



 

The 1930s gave rise to the fear of Nazis in me. I feared how the world around me was 

deteriorating, and with the German invasion I escaped Poland for South America, and 

from there to New York, where I wrote Polish Flowers, the greatest of my creations. 



 

Ludwik Hirszfeld 

I was born in 1884 in Lodz. Since I always dreamed that I would be a scientist and a 

doctor when I grew up, I studied in the best medical schools in Berlin and in 

Heidelberg in Germany. In Heidelberg I was part of a research team that discovered 

the blood groups, after which together with my wife I received a job as a researcher in 

Zurich.   

The Great War, the World War I, broke out. I of course did not want to return to 

Poland, since there they would have drafted me into the Russian army. I didn’t want 

to join the German army, either.  I heard that the Serbs needed help with their struggle 

against epidemics, and since that was my expertise, I worked all of the war years as a 

civilian physician in the service of the courageous Serbs.   

At the end of the war, I returned to the land of my birth, Poland, to the city of 

Warsaw. Warsaw received me with open arms. I taught in the faculty of medicine in 

the university in the city, and I founded the government company for public health. I 

fought to instill public awareness for cleanliness, personal and public hygiene, and I 

continued my research, essentially in the field of vaccines and their relationships to 

blood groups. I published hundreds of scientific papers in the world press and I was 

the Polish delegate to countless international scientific conferences, where I met my 

colleagues from research and from my student years. 

During the 1930s, I began to feel the change that was overcoming my friends and 

peers in Europe, the Italians and mainly the Germans. Researchers from these 

countries began to relate their research to the theories of race, and I failed to 



 

understand the connection between that and science. Their attitudes towards me also 

changed unexpectedly. At the beginning of the academic year, the rector of the 

university claimed that the Polish students did not work hard enough since the Jews 

begin their studies in the faculty when they are 10% of it, and finish when they are 

35%. One of the students even claimed that Jews should be barred from studying in 

the university. I was shocked by the situation. Aside from my ethnic origin I felt no 

connection to the Jews, and even in the religious sense, I was Catholic. 

[During World War II, I found myself in the ghetto. Me, a world famous professor 

whose articles were published in Germany! It was hard for me to get used to the Jews 

in the ghetto, I did not understand them very well. But there was so much disease 

there that I spent my days and nights saving lives.]  



 

Abrasha (Abraham) Blum 

My name is Abrasha and I was born in 1905 and raised in Vilnius. Vilnius was known 

as the “Jerusalem of Lithuania” and was a center of Jewish life. I was a very lucky kid 

since my father owned a sweets factory. It was like living in a dream. 

I grew up in a Zionist traditional home. This meant we kept the Jewish tradition but 

we were not religious, although I studied in the “Cheder” (Jewish religious 

elementary school) where they were quite strict with the religious laws. So why did 

my parents send me to the “Cheder”? Good question… 

When I was fifteen years old and studying in the Jewish Gymnasium, the Red Army 

occupied my hometown. You should have seen it. The soldiers proudly marching with 

the red flags in their hands; the slogans about equality and fraternity between all 

humans regardless of their religion, race and sex in their mouths. I was exposed to 

these ideas for the first time and they changed my whole life. 

The Bolsheviks with their banners and slogans ruled Vilnius only for six weeks. They 

left and Vilnius became the capital of Independent Lithuania. That didn’t last for too 

long either and shortly afterwards, the Polish army came in and Vilnius became part 

of Poland. I tell you, it was quite tiring changing all these national identities from 

Russian to Lithuanian to Polish and above all, Jewish. 

I continued my studies in the Gymnasium and being influenced by the Communist 

ideas I joined a communist group. Everybody in this group was equal. Religion didn’t 

have any significance. But I understood after long debates that actually my 

Communist friends didn’t recognize the needs of the Jewish worker because they 



 

didn’t see Jews as a people. My Communist friends didn’t show any sympathy for the 

problems of the Jewish proletariat and therefore I joined the “Tsukunft”, a Jewish 

youth movement whose name means “The Future”. It belongs to the Bund, the Jewish 

Socialist Party in Poland. 

I graduated from the Gymnasium and decided to continue my studies abroad. I first 

went to Germany and then graduated from my engineering studies in Gent in 

Belgium. I had to go back to Vilnius because my father passed away, and when I was 

there, I was drafted into the Polish army. 

After my discharge from the military, my girlfriend Liuba and I got married and 

moved to the great capital, Warsaw.  

The move to Warsaw had a significant impact on my life. For the first time, my 

political activity became a central theme in my existence. Together with my friends, 

Pinchas Schwartz and Alexander Ehrlich (whose father was a great Socialist Jewish 

leader), I became an important figure in the movement. 

I began publishing articles in the “Tsukunft” newspaper, the “Yugent Werker”, which 

means “The Young Worker” in Yiddish in case you were wondering. Why Yiddish 

you may ask? Well, Yiddish is the language of the Jewish people and especially of the 

lower classes and therefore the newspaper was in Yiddish as were our conversations, 

debates and speeches. It is the mother tongue of most of Poland’s Jews! 



 

I worked and lived in Warsaw and wandered for eighteen months throughout Poland, 

establishing new branches for our movement. Through these travels, I became more 

and more involved in the party leadership. 

Today and for the past three years, I am a member in the central committee of the 

“Tsukunft”. The peak of my career up until now is the fact that I was elected as a 

member in the city council, as a representative of the Bund of course. 



 

Marek Edelman 

 

My name is Marek Edelman. I was born in Homel in 1919. My parents, Nathan and 

Cecilia, were very active in politics and supported the Bund, which was the strongest 

and largest Jewish socialist party in Poland. I was proud that my parents belonged to 

it. Shortly before I was born, my parents moved to Warsaw. There, in addition to their 

work, they were engaged in various political activities. In 1924, my father passed 

away in Warsaw. My mother was a manager of a hospital laundry and later became 

cashier in the Monopol Hotel. She was the one who shaped my political views. She 

belonged to the women’s organization of the Bund. She dreamed of a Poland that was 

free of antisemitism and where the rights of the Jews and Jewish workers were 

respected. She believed that the place where Polish Jews belonged is actually here, so 

she didn’t agree with the Zionists, who wanted to create their own state in Palestine. 

She sent me to the Bundist school, where I obtained a secular Jewish education. I 

belonged to Skif, the Bund organization for teenagers. When my mother passed away 

in 1934, the party friends took care of me. Later, I lived with Rosa and Salek 

Lichtenstain, who were the neighbors of my parents. I began to work in order to earn 

a living. Just on the eve on the war, I joined Tsukunft, the Bund’s youth department. I 

felt like a fish in water there. 

The end of the summer vacation 1939 I spent with friends and colleagues in Brog nad 

Bugiem. Everybody knew that the war was about to start. When I returned to Warsaw, 

I saw mobilization posters, which called to report to the main rail office in the Praga 

district. The next morning, crowds of young people crossed the bridge to Praga in 



 

order to join the army. I also went there, but when I arrived, no one was there in the 

building. I returned home, went to sleep at night, and the next morning I heard on the 

radio that the Germans had crossed the Polish border.  

 

 


